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III. DISASTER IN FRANCE
Early on the morning of May 10, a German striking force of
five armies organised in two Army groups, under Generals Bock
and Rundstedt, commenced its long-threatened invasion of
Holland and Belgium, and the B.E.F. received orders to advance
to the Dyle line, as arranged. The move was completed almost
without air molestation and according to schedule by May 13. A
succession of disasters then ensued. Belgium's frontier defences
were ruptured more rapidly than had been expected and her
army fell back to the Louvain-Antwerp position; the Dutch
Army, overwhelmed and rendered helpless by a surprise attack in
crushing force and by new methods, for which it was quite unready,
laid down its arms to avoid its own destruction and the complete
devastation of Holland from the air; and in the Ardennes the
German armoured forces in great strength broke through the
positions held by the weak French gth Army, crossed the Meuse,
and headed westward at full speed, turning the flank and threat-
ening the rear of the Allied northern group, which had to retire,
first to the Senne, then to the Scheldt line. The three British
divisions sent to France for labour duties in the rear areas, despite
their lack of artillery and defects of armament and transport, had
to be utilised in hurriedly extemporised formations to hold the
line of the Canal du Nord and the Scarpe from Peronne to St.
Amand.
By May 19, the Allied northern group stood aligned for defence
along the Scheldt, from Antwerp to Bouchain, the B.E.F. holding
the sector from Alost to Oudenarde. But further to the south the
advancing German armoured forces had reached Amiens and severed
the B.E,F.Js main line of communications from the ports south of the
Somme, and on May 21 they reached the Channel coast. The Allied
forces were thus split in two and if this breach should prove irre-
parable, the B.E.F. and as many other Allied troops as shipping
could be found for, might have to be evacuated by sea to escape
destruction.
General Weygand, however, who had now relieved General
Gamelin in supreme command of the Allied armies, hoped to be
able to close the gap and cut off the German armoured forces to
the westward by a joint north and south attack in the Arras-Amiens
area. But this attack was ill co-ordinated ^nd failed completely,
only two British divisions, the 5th and 5oth were available and
these launched their attack in the Arras area on May zi before the
main French stroke from the south could be organised. Only
slight gains of ground were made at high cost and quickly lost,
and before the threat of envelopment the two divisions evacuated
Arras and retired to the area south of Lille. The Allied southern